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have to break up and save themselves as best they could in groups or
individually. The supplies which they could not carry they would have to
destroy so the Germans would not seize them. Shocked by the commissar's
order, Vera asked if he meant she was to destroy her medical stores. The
commissar never answered the question. A bullet hit him and he fell over
before Vera's eyes.

The situation was desperate.    The soldiers were leaderless.

Instantly Vera forgot her chills, her wound, her misery. Panic had already
seized some of the men and they were running towards the woods. The
Germans were hurling fire and death at them. Unless checked instantly,
the panic would spread with flamelike swiftness and they would all be
captured or killed. There was not a second to lose. The situation cried
for instant, decisive action. Though in the course of her dudes as nurse
and medical inspector Vera had had occasion to use rifle, hand grenades,
and pistol, she had never been an active soldier on the firing line. Nor had
she ever commanded men in battle. Yet now she was the highest officer
in the company ; all the others were dead.

Without a second's hesitation she leaped on the back of a horse, whipped
the gun out of the holster, and brandishing it before her cried out, " Follow
me! " and galloped forward into battle.

Her act electrified the lost and undecisive men. They darted after her.
Some of those who were taking to the woods turned back and joined in the
advance. No one thought of her now as a girl medical inspector or a nurse.
She was leading them against the attacking Germans.

Vera quickly surmised the strategy of the Germans. The village they
were holding was sheltered on two sides by forests; it was their aim to
outflank the Russians and prevent them from escaping into the woods!

Vera broke up her company into two units and directed each to assault
with all the power at their command the creeping pincers that were seeking
to outflank them. Men whom she knew by their first names were falling
at her side. If only she had time to dress their wounds ! But now she
was in command of the fighting. She had not a moment to spare, and she
hardened herself against die cries and groans of the wounded. Her horse
was shot under her. She leaped on another horse and continued to ride
about and cheer her men and give orders.

So successful was the counter-attack that the Germans fell back, though
the automatic riflemen in the belfry continued to shoot. Only artillery
could silence them, and Vera had no artillery.

Yet it was something to have driven off the Germans' main fighting force
and to have turned them into flight. Vera knew only too well that the
Germans wouLJ soon return with reinforcements and would kunch a new
offensive. She could save her company only by plunging into the forest.
Turning over the command to a soldier named Petninin and ordering him
to keep the Germans off the highway at all costs, she galloped away to the
caravan and hastened to organise it for departure into the woods,

As she rode around inspecting the carts, she observed several trench
mortars and cannon. Quickly she had these guns dismounted. Mean-
while, other Russian soldiers, likewise encircled and in retreat, came up the
road. They had artillery. Vera ordered them into action, and directed
their fire on the belfry. The big guns boomed, and soon the belfry and